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Introduction



This book answers the following question:


What do I need to know about people from European countries that will help us work successfully together?


The first edition of this book was published in 1990. At that time there were 12 members of the European Union. In the decade or so since then there have been extraordinary changes. Communism collapsed, the Berlin Wall came down, and the two Germanys united. Three more countries joined the EU and the applications for membership of a further 13 countries have been accepted and are at various stages of implementation. Twelve countries replaced their currencies with the euro. The political, economic, and social environments of all the member states have changed, none more dramatically than Ireland, Spain, and Italy. Privatization and deregulation have transformed sectors such as air transportation and telecommunications. The personal computer, the mobile phone, and the internet have revolutionized how we work together. By the time you read this there will doubtless have been more developments, a few of which may make some facts in this book out of date. Unless these changes are cataclysmic, however, I am confident that the underlying arguments will remain valid.




EUROPE AND THE EUROPEAN UNION


[image: image]


The Helsinki European Council declared in December 1999 that, provided the necessary institutional reform is in place, the Union “should be in a position to welcome new member states from the end of 2002 as soon as they have demonstrated their ability to assume the obligations of membership, and once the negotiating process has been successfully completed.” Countries are expected to become full members by participating in European Parliament elections between 2004 and 2007.





Change will surely continue to accelerate in ways that we cannot predict. Enlargement of the EU will open up new markets with well-educated, younger populations. However, this will come at a price—political strains on EU institutions and the economic strains of absorbing undercapitalized, unreformed, and underperforming economies. Developments outside Europe will also have a material effect on the personal and working lives of Europeans. The events of September 11, 2001 brought into focus many issues that had previously been ignored: the need to combat terrorism directly, of course, but also to address the political and economic conditions that give rise to it.


The great migrations and colonizations of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries continue unabated into the twenty-first. It is estimated that at any one time there are 12 million migrants on the move, uprooted by economic and social injustice. Some of them seek their fortunes in Europe. How they are welcomed and assimilated is a perennial social and political issue. We can choose to address the causes and management of migration or raise the walls of fortress Europe around our aging and affluent citizens. Globalization, especially terms of trade, environmental policies, and oil politics, whether managed wisely or not, will also lead to shifts in the European business environment.




IN YOUR BUSINESS


[image: image] Do you use first names or last names?


[image: image] Do you make jokes at meetings and presentations?


[image: image] Do people pay more attention to what you say or to what you write?


[image: image] Can you do business before developing good personal relationships?


[image: image] How important are socializing and hospitality?


[image: image] How important is punctuality? Does everything start exactly on time?


[image: image] Where do the most important conversations take place? In the office or somewhere else?


[image: image] At meetings is there a detailed agenda or spontaneous discussion?


[image: image] Does everyone contribute equally or does the boss dominate?


[image: image] Does everyone have to agree on a decision or does the boss decide?


Will people from other cultures give the same answers?


What do the answers tell you about deeply held values and expectations and beliefs?


How do you create and manage a team whose members give different answers?





In this changing world individual people carry on getting up and going to work and doing the best they can for themselves and their families. This book is not about European geopolitics. It is about the values and behavior of people within their organizations. In the following pages I have tried to reflect the changes that affect people’s working lives while not losing sight of those fundamental values and behavior.


The book is based on interviews with managers working in countries other than their own, seminars and workshops I have conducted throughout Europe and the US, web-based attitude surveys, and my own experience of 15 years with an American bank. It is not meant to be a book for scholars but for people who deal with cultural differences in their working day. I have excluded anything that the people I spoke to think is irrelevant. The country chapters, for example, are not written to a formula. This is because in some countries aspects of history or geography or behavior are more relevant to understanding people than in others.


In addition, I have a company that markets Russian biotechnology in several western countries and have revised this edition in the light of my experience, so I am confident that it is practical and relevant.



Managing diversity and change



For working people the challenge remains to manage diversity and change simultaneously. The European Union will continue to foster partnerships and joint ventures, mergers and acquisitions, within its territory and across its borders. It has prompted multinationals to convert national subsidiaries into product groups managed by multinational teams. Their effectiveness depends on how well managers of different nationalities work together. Global markets demand a global corporate culture that does not impose uniformity but capitalizes on diversity.


Creating a global business culture takes place on many levels and in several timeframes. At senior executive level there may be a need to create a strategy for developing a business culture appropriate to global goals with measurable objectives and benchmarks. In the short term there may be an immediate problem with dysfunctional multicultural teams. In between these two extremes are skills such as negotiating across cultures and managing project teams. Your culture is changing all the time and will do so ever more quickly with the impacts of globalization and technological development. The question is not whether you want culture change but whether you want to manage it.


Working together is different from doing business together as buyer and seller. It requires a deeper understanding of why people from different backgrounds behave the way they do.


A frequent reaction to the different ways that other people do things is judgmental and condescending—“typical German/Italian/Brit”—or something much ruder. Our reactions derive as much from our own attitudes and values as from those underlying the behavior of others. When people pick up this book their first inclination is to look up their own country. They usually want to check if I have got it right, but I hope it has a positive effect too. Understanding one’s own culture is a prerequisite for understanding other people’s. If this book is an encouragement to suspend judgment and ask why we act in the way we do, it will have succeeded.



About this book



The book is in two parts. The first examines the fundamental differences between European organizational cultures from the point of view of individual managers working within them. It looks at the behavior, values, and beliefs that have most influence on our working relationships with colleagues, bosses, subordinates, and the outside world, within the framework of the Culture Triangle of communication, leadership, and organization. It suggests a simple tool, the Mole Map, for examining different ways in which organizations work.


The second part consists of brief and generalized portraits of the countries of Europe, concentrating on aspects that most affect the national way of doing business. They provide the overall context in which individual organizations operate. The principle was to talk to people of at least three different nationalities about each country, so the result is an amalgam of different national viewpoints. These chapters should be read in addition to more technical books and websites on business practice, taxation, legislation, accounting, and so on, as well as general guides.


[image: image]


There are sound arguments for thinking about European culture on a regional rather than a national basis. A French person living on the North Sea coast may have more in common with a Belgian or a Brit than with a compatriot from the Mediterranean. I have stuck with nation states because in the area of business and organizational culture people of the same country are likely to adopt a standard way of working together. When the northerner and the southerner meet in Paris on business or work for the same company they are likely to leave their regional behavior at the office door and adopt a standard French way of doing things. If there are differences they are more likely to be associated with the industry or generation. Belgium is the only notable exception.


The countries are grouped in clusters based on a subjective assessment of their cultural similarity. The countries are different from each other and may not have a common language, but in their business cultures they are more similar to each other than to countries in other groups. An outsider with cross-cultural skills in Denmark, for example, will be able to transfer them more easily to another Nordic country than to France or Greece. For countries like Switzerland and Belgium that could be split between two groups, I have plumped for the dominant one.



Euroquiz



Scattered through the book are some quiz questions. The only basis of selection is that I found the answers entertaining. The sources are the web, Eurostat 2000, and the Economist Pocket Europe in Figures. The answers are at the back of the book.




COFFEE


Which country’s citizens drink the most coffee per capita?


Italy
Germany
Finland






The Mole Map Survey



Over three months in 2001 I conducted a web-based attitude survey about the business cultures of European and Asian countries. It was targeted at business school graduates, mostly from INSEAD, but also incorporating those of other business schools in Europe, including Russia. It was also sent to anyone in my email address book whom I knew worked with foreigners. There was a deliberate bias toward people who had graduated after 1985 in order to capture the impressions of a younger generation of business people.


There were 1,100 respondents from 35 countries and 40 nationalities, 30 percent of whom were women.


The survey did not purport to describe the business cultures of the countries concerned. The sample is heavily biased to those whose email addresses I could find and who were willing to respond. Although some simple statistical tools were applied to order the results, the survey has no statistical validity and should not be used in any form of academic research or policy making unless its basis is made clear. Its sole purpose was to substantiate the anecdotal evidence collected in interviews for this book.


That said, the results were pleasantly surprising in that they closely mirrored the ideas outlined in previous editions. There were definite and predictable differences between the results for each country. I am confident that while they do not stand up to statistical scrutiny, they are not misleading.




MURDER


Which EU country has the highest and which the lowest official murder rate?


Italy
Luxembourg
Portugal





Above all, the survey results and everything else in this book should be tested against your experience. Please ask your own questions.


If you would like to see the questions and the reason for them, please go to www.johnmole.com/survey.





PART ONE



ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURES IN EUROPE






The Culture Triangle



Culture is a system that enables individuals and groups to deal with each other and the outside world. Think of it as a spiral. At the heart of the system are shared values and beliefs and assumptions of who and what we are. They manifest themselves in our behavior and language, the groups we belong to, the nature of our society. They are further externalized in our artifacts, our art and technology, the way we deal with and change the physical world. The system also works from outside in. Our physical environment conditions our technology and art, our behavior and language, and so on to the heart of our identity.


[image: image]


Culture is a living, changing system that embraces our personal and social life. Everything we do or say is a manifestation of culture. There is no aspect of human life, from the way we say good morning to the rockets we build to go into space—or bomb our neighbor—that is not culturally conditioned.


There are three points to make about this model:


[image: image] Whatever culture they belong to, everyone does what works best for themselves and their group. American, German, and Japanese companies make cars that are virtually indistinguishable, yet the cultures that produce them are very different. The only success criterion of a culture is how effective it is in ensuring its survival and prosperity. No culture is intrinsically “better” than any other.


[image: image] No culture is static. It turns like our spiral. As the rim of a wheel turns faster than its axle, the values at the heart of a culture change more slowly than the technology at the edge, but they still change. And if something changes it can be directed.


[image: image] The way people behave is not accidental or arbitrary. The external characteristics of culture, from its superficial etiquette to its architecture, are rooted in its hidden values and beliefs. If the externals need to change then so must the values, and vice versa.


As well as debating what culture is, it is also interesting to look at what culture does. Whether it is national or corporate, culture is a mechanism for uniting people in a common purpose with a common language and with common values and ideas. It can liberate and empower individuals with a sense of self that transcends their own singularity. Or it can create prisoners of a culture no longer appropriate for its time and circumstance, which isolates its members and threatens those outside it.


[image: image]


Corporate cultures are determined by the interaction of parent culture, technology, and the external environment. Again, these are never static and can therefore be directed; there is no “right” culture, only a successful one; and the externals are rooted in deep underlying values.


When people from different nationalities or cultures come together in teams, meetings, negotiations, or as employees of the same company, they bring with them different expectations and beliefs of how they should work together. They have different concepts of what an organization is, how it should be managed, and how they should behave within it.


[image: image]


Cultures of all kinds are invisible until they encounter others, when the differences become apparent. The least dangerous differences are the obvious ones—we notice them and can make adjustments. The dangerous ones are those that lie beneath the surface. In a corporate environment beliefs about the role of the boss, the function of meetings, the relevance of planning, the importance of teamwork, or the very purpose of an organization are often taken for granted among colleagues. Yet they can be very different even among close neighbors. Outward similarities between European business goals can conceal real differences in how they should be realized.


The way others do things is not different out of stupidity or carelessness or incompetence or malice, although it may appear so. Most people do what seems right at the time. The judgment of what is right is rooted in habit, tradition, beliefs, values, attitudes, and accepted norms; in other words, the culture to which that person belongs.


The purpose of this book is not simply to identify cultural differences. It is to identify which of those differences have a serious impact on the way we work together. It is based on a large number of anecdotes and impressions and judgments, ranging from the trivial to the profound. Not that the trivial is unimportant: It can be a source of constant irritation as well as a focus for much deeper frustration. Etiquette may appear trivial—whether to use first or last names, what to wear, how to behave at lunch or at meetings. However, if you get stuck on this superficial level of interaction it is hard to penetrate to a more satisfying level of understanding and cooperation.




“We are meeting to decide on an investment proposal. I put a lot of time into studying the reports before the meeting. It is evident that my British colleagues at the meeting are examining the papers for the first time. It wastes all our time but it doesn’t stop them giving their opinions.”


(Dutch engineer)


“My staff meetings are very annoying. It is hard to get them to stick to the agenda. And they insist on discussing every point until everyone has had their say.”


(French manager of an Italian company)


“You have the impression that the French don’t realize that they are at a meeting. They don’t pay attention or they interrupt or they get up and make a phone call.”


(English director of a Franco-British company)





In researching this book among managers, business issues like objectives or strategy or technology were rarely mentioned as areas of cultural difference; difference of opinion maybe, but not misunderstanding. Most of the difficulties occurred in day-to-day interaction between bosses and subordinates, members of the same work group, other colleagues. By interaction I do not mean the degree of formality or friendliness or other aspects of personal relationships, I mean the way people behave and relate to each other in a business context.


So what determines how people behave and how they interact? In what way do they differ from company to company and country to country? And, most important, which differences get in the way of working effectively together?


[image: image]


Three categories of behavior predominate: communication, organization, and leadership—the Culture Triangle.


Communication is centered on language, although it extends into nonverbal communication and other behavior that gives messages about our expectations and beliefs.


The other two categories relate to values. The first is a set of values about organization and the role of individuals within it. How is work organized? How do you forecast and plan? How is information gathered and disseminated? How do you measure results?


The second is a set of values about leadership. Who has power? How do they get it? How do they exercise it? What is authority based on? Who takes decisions? What makes a good boss?


There is a spectrum of belief in each of these dimensions and these combine to influence how people behave toward each other.


There are many other ways of classifying corporate culture and it is possible to break communication, organization, and leadership down into a number of elements. If the human brain were capable of assimilating them in a coherent picture I would bring them all together. Like any other oversimplified theory—and I have never come across a model of human behavior that is not oversimplified—this draws attention to what is omitted as much as what is included. It would be fatuous to claim that this, or any other model, is anything more than an aid to understanding. It is a working tool rather than an explanation.




BIRTH RATE


Which country has the highest and which the lowest birth rate?


Ireland
Turkey
Latvia








Communication




Language



The single most important competence in international business is the ability to make yourself understood and understand what others are trying to tell you. The rest is important, but not as important as this.


Language is the most obvious and immediate characteristic of another culture and the first barrier to overcome in understanding it. Almost everyone I have interviewed recommended that anyone embarking on a business or any other kind of relationship with someone from another culture should learn something about the language. This applies even if the other person speaks your language fluently or you are working in a third language. It is unlikely that you will ever be good enough to do business in the language or have a serious conversation. And if you do business in several countries those are impossible tasks. So why bother, especially if you speak English?


First of all, it is a courtesy to know at least some of the essential politeness words. Most people, especially if they speak a minority language, are pleased and flattered that foreigners make the effort, even if it is only a phrase or two. It is a sign that you do not take it for granted that they should speak your language and you appreciate the fact that they do. This is especially important if you are a native English speaker.


Secondly, an acquaintance with someone else’s home language helps you to understand them when they are speaking yours. If French speakers say “actually” or “delay” or “interesting” when they are speaking English, they may be using the words in the French and not the different English sense. When a Russian or a Chinese speaker answers “yes” in their own language to a negative question they are reinforcing the negative. For example, “Are you not going to sign the contract today?”—“yes” means that they are not going to sign it. “Are you not going to sign it?”—“no” means that they are going to sign it. When they are speaking English or another European language it is possible that they are keeping to their own usage. Such nuances are useful to know.


Thirdly, language is not only a vehicle for communication but gives an insight into a people’s ways of thinking, attitudes, and behavior. Much of our culture is handed down and disseminated through language. Look up “anglais” in a French slang dictionary and “French” in a similar English dictionary and you will sense the historical relationship of the two countries and the origin of the stereotypes that they have of each other. (In short, the English language associates the French with pleasure and sophistication, the French language associates the British with violence and boring food.) Knowing that Finnish does not distinguish between genders, that it has the same word for he and she, explains why Finns sometimes mix up pronouns when they speak English. Knowing that Chinese has no tenses, that verbs make no distinction between past, present, and future, may help understand Chinese concepts of time.



International English…



Some years ago I was hired by an American bank. I received a letter from the head of human resources that started, “Dear John, I was quite pleased that you have decided to join us.” That “quite” depressed me. I thought he was saying, “We’re kinda pleased but wish we had hired someone else.” A few weeks after I started work I discovered that in American English “quite” does not mean “fairly,” as it does in British English, but “very.” At about this time my American boss told me to “table” an idea I had. So I brought it up at the next staff meeting, to his extreme displeasure. In British English “table” means put on the agenda, while in American English it means take off the agenda.


The concept of the boss as “coach” is still in vogue. An analogy taken from sport, it is originally American training speak and has been adopted extensively in Europe. However, the role of the coach in American sport is very different from that in Europe. The team coach in the US is what in Europe is called the team manager, an authoritarian figure who is solely responsible for selecting and managing the team and frequently dictates the play. A coach in the UK has an entirely different role, that of trainer or tutor. I have seen an American boss and his British staff in complete agreement about the nomenclature of his role as coach but at permanent logger heads as to how he executed it.


[image: image]


The potential for misunderstanding increases with people who speak English as a second language. The English that they learn in the classroom as children is not the same colloquial language that native speakers use. International English has a simple vocabulary and a standard pronunciation. Native English speakers have a variety of accents, colloquialisms, and slang that foreigners find as difficult to understand as a Cockney does Glaswegian. At international meetings and conferences in English it is most often the native English speakers who are criticized for being unintelligible.


It is not an exaggeration that native English speakers should make a conscious effort to learn international English, perhaps by listening hard to their foreign colleagues. A first step is deliberately to try to avoid slang, jargon, and figures of speech like “what’s the bottom line” and “it’s all above board.” Phrases like “I wonder if you wouldn’t mind…” and “it’s not worth…” can be mystifying. The result may be a bland Eurospeak, but at least everyone will understand it.


The problem is compounded by the reluctance of most people in any culture to admit that they have not understood what has been said, whether out of politeness or embarrassment. When I started to do multinational seminars I distributed yellow cards for people to hold up if anyone said anything they did not understand. No one ever waved one, so I abandoned the idea. Instead, we have comprehension checks every 15 minutes or so. Whatever the circumstances, I strongly recommend some routine measure to make sure that everyone understands what is going on.


Nobody can be expected to know all the ambiguities, “false friends,” and traps. What is essential is that you check and check again that everyone has really understood what has been communicated.



…and how you use it



[image: image]


Language is not only the words we speak. It is body language, dress, manners, attitudes, and conventions of behavior. The way language is used varies from culture to culture. Scandinavians and Dutch, for example, are very explicit. They try to say exactly what they mean and use facts and figures to back it up. The British are more vague. They are fond of allusion and understatement, hints and hedging, which many foreigners find confusing or even hypocritical. Conversely, allusive speakers can be shocked by blunter speakers.



Humor



In some cultures, Britain and Ireland for example, humor is widely used to create a relaxed atmosphere, lighten tedium, and defuse tension when things get difficult. It is also employed to disguise aggression. In North America a speech or a presentation almost invariably starts with a joke, frequently an irrelevant one. But in other cultures humor has no place at work. To make a joke in the middle of a meeting, for example, is interpreted as frivolous or cynical.


[image: image]


What is more, humor travels badly, as a glance at foreign cartoons will demonstrate. So much depends on a subtle use of language—understatement, word play, innuendo, and so on—which gets lost in translation or in international English. The country humor rating from the survey applies only to the business context. As anyone who knows Germany or Japan or Turkey will confirm, outside the business environment a sense of humor is as well developed and as frequently exercised as anywhere else.



Oral styles



Direct speakers appear rude and overbearing to indirect speakers. Indirect speakers appear evasive and unclear to direct speakers. Those who use humor appear flippant to those who do not. There are many other ways in which different communication styles can lead to misunderstanding. In some cultures (France, for instance) people speak more loudly than in others. They may appear domineering to soft speakers (Turkey), who in turn seem uncommitted and unenthusiastic. People who use expansive gestures and emphatic facial expressions (Greece) may seem aggressive to people whose body language is restrained (Germany). Simultaneous speakers (Ireland) are those who like to interrupt, encourage, interject, finish sentences, and may appear shallow and rude to serial speakers (Finland). Serial speakers listen intently often without any verbal or body language except for a disconcerting stare, wait until the other person has finished, stay silent for a moment while they digest what has been said, and then reply without any expectation of being interrupted themselves.


[image: image]


It is difficult to change your communication style deliberately, partly because everyone sees themselves as “normal.” It is more important to avoid drawing wrong conclusions from other people’s styles.



Oral, literal, and visual



In all cultures people use a mix of oral, literal, and visual communication. You can tell someone you love them or write a love letter or draw a heart with an arrow through it—but different cultures use these in different proportions. They trust one more than the others.


[image: image]


Northern cultures are more literal and southern Europeans more oral. Most if not all of the examinations that Italians take to get a university degree are oral. They are brought up to acquire and impart information through the spoken word, while their German colleagues are trained to read and write what is important. People from oral cultures have longer concentration spans, better memories, and are prepared to act on the spoken word.


People from literal cultures will not usually take the spoken word seriously unless it is confirmed in writing, so it is a good idea to confirm conversations with a letter or a fax. For those from oral cultures, written communication is primarily for the record and not a vehicle for conveying information. Their first reaction to a written communication is not “What does this say?” but “Why is this being written down?” This does not mean that they create less paperwork than the others—they just don’t pay as much attention to it. It is therefore a good idea to confirm letters and faxes with a covering phone call, if only to make sure that the document has been read. In North America communication is primarily literal but at the same time more visual than in Europe, incorporating graphics, diagrams, and highlighted bullet points.



Business or personal



If you are in the middle of a negotiation and it is time for lunch, northern Europeans and Americans may order in sandwiches and coffee while everyone gets on with business. This is an indication that they are taking the matter seriously. Breaking off to go to a restaurant may be seen as an unnecessary interruption. However, for southern Europeans the signals are opposite. Food and drink figure higher in their value system. Going to a good restaurant is an indication of seriousness as well as an opportunity to take the discussion further.


[image: image]


Wining and dining are more important the further south one goes in Europe, not because southerners are more sybaritic but because of different concepts of the role of personal relationships within a business relationship. In northern Europe and even more so in North America, it is possible to walk into the office of a complete stranger with a proposal and begin to talk business. A business relationship is seen as independent from a personal relationship. It is not that personal relationships don’t develop, they are independent of the business relationship.


The further south you go in Europe and the further east around the world, the more important it is to cement social and personal relationships before you can even start to work together. Potential partners look for reassurance that the others are good people to do business with before they look at the deal itself. You need introductions, references, and time to develop personal relationships before getting down to business. Hospitality and gift giving are an integral part of the courtship period, unlike in northern countries where they belong to the honeymoon—is the Christmas gift in appreciation of last year’s business or in anticipation of next year’s?


[image: image]


Northerners find it difficult to understand not only the importance of personal relationships but also their nature. This does not mean getting on well with others or even liking them. Trust and confidence are important factors, but that is true among northerners too. The essential element of a personal relationship in this context is mutual obligation. People in “relationship cultures” grow up in networks of mutual obligation, starting with family and extending to religious affiliation, school and university, home town or region, intake into the company, or common work experience. These are enhanced and enlarged by favors, gift giving, hospitality, and other intangible exchanges. There is an expectation that people linked by such ties are bound to give first preference to each other in whatever social or business context they interact. To people outside these cultures this sounds like nepotism and cronyism, even corruption. To those inside them it is the foundation of social and business organization.


When employees of different companies do business with each other in non-relationship cultures, they are seen primarily as representatives of their companies. The companies are primarily responsible for carrying out the terms of the contract between them. If the people who did the deal leave or get transferred the business stays with the companies. In relationship cultures business is seen to be done primarily between individuals. They have a personal as well as a corporate responsibility to ensure that the terms are met. This obligation remains even if they get transferred. If they leave the company the business will go with them. If the business ceases for any reason the relationship will continue.


It takes much longer to start business in relationship cultures than in non-relationship cultures. People invest more time and effort in the personal relationship because of its importance and relative permanence. A short cut is to be introduced and recommended by someone already in the network. This in turn creates debt on the newcomer, which one day will be called in, although it is still up to the newcomer to build up their own credit.



Body language



Although language is the single most important element in communication, it is by no means the only one. It has been said that communication is only 20 percent verbal while the rest is intonation, body language, and so on. You may wonder how the percentage can be calculated, but the fact remains that mastering vocabulary and grammar is only the beginning of effective communication.


There are several types of body language. First are deliberate gestures meant to communicate something specific. Most of them are not universal and can be misinterpreted. For example, make a circle by putting the tip of your middle finger on top of your thumb. In English-speaking countries this usually means OK, good. In France it means zero, bad. In the eastern Mediterranean it is obscene. In Japan it means money. Who could forget seeing President Clinton giving the thumbs up to a mass rally in Nigeria and being greeted by a roar from the audience? It was as if a foreign dignitary had given the finger to those in the White House Rose Garden.


Even the simple handshake is different from country to country. Anglo-Saxons are taught to look the other person in the eye and use a firm grip. However, to many people that can feel like a challenge, an invitation to arm-wrestle. In central Europe and parts of Scandinavia you nod the head in respect, a gesture that can appear to others as a head-butt. In Mediterranean countries the handshake can be accompanied by an arm squeeze with the other hand, a vestigial embrace. Many other gestures and signals, whether deliberate or unconscious, have different meanings across borders.


Body language also means the involuntary postures that express our feelings toward others. Sometimes they contradict the feelings that we communicate verbally or that others expect. From an early age we are taught how to modify, channel, and suppress instinctive physical interaction with others. For example, cultures that favor indirect communication and the repression of outward displays of feeling, like those of Japan or England, encourage impassive facial features and rigid deportment. The physical space between people, eye contact, touching, the angle of the head and the torso are loaded with meanings that can be misinterpreted by outsiders.


While they may manifest themselves in different ways and with different emphasis, there are some general principles of body language that are common to most cultures.


There are two basic groups of body language postures: open/closed and forward/back. Open/closed is the most obvious. People with arms folded, legs crossed, and bodies turned away are signaling that they are rejecting messages. People showing open hands, fully facing you and both feet planted on the ground, are accepting them.


Forward/back indicates whether people are actively or passively reacting to communication. When they are leaning forward they are actively accepting or rejecting the message. When they are leaning back, looking up at the ceiling, doodling on a pad, cleaning their glasses, they are either passively absorbing or ignoring it.


The posture groups combine to create four basic modes: responsive, reflective, fugitive, and combative.
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In responsive mode, open/forward, the person is actively accepting. This is the time to close the sale, ask for agreement, demand a concession. In reflective mode, open/back, people are interested and receptive but not actively accepting. Trying to close the sale or asking for agreement now may drive them away into fugitive mode. This is the time to present further facts and incentives. It may also be a good time to keep quiet and let them think.


[image: image]


In fugitive mode, closed/back, people are trying to escape physically through the door or mentally into boredom. This is the time to spark interest in any way you can, even if it is irrelevant to the message. Finally, in combative mode, closed/forward, there is active resistance. This is the time to defuse anger, avoid contradiction and outright argument, and steer the other person into reflective mode.




RELIGION


In which of these countries is Orthodox Christianity an official religion?


Finland
Greece
Romania





While there are cultural variations in how people express these modes, they are usually easily recognizable in any European country.





The geography of thinking



How do you teach children arithmetic? By counting beads and playing with rods or by teaching them multiplication tables? People in different cultures are taught to think differently.


At the beginning of the seventeenth century the English philosopher Francis Bacon formulated the “scientific method.” The essence is that one gathers observable facts from which a general conclusion or hypothesis can be drawn. This is known as induction, the inferring of a general law from particular instances. A few years later the French philosopher René Descartes formulated a theory of knowledge derived from the single indisputable premise that he was thinking, therefore he existed, Cogito ergo sum. This is known as deduction, the inferring of particular instances from a general law.
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Since the Renaissance, Europe has been divided between the pragmatic, empirical, inductive thinking of Anglo-Saxon and North Sea cultures and the rationalist, deductive thinking of the rest of the continent. Anglo-Saxons are uncomfortable with theories, generalizations, and concepts. They prefer to deal with data. Other Europeans are uncomfortable with dealing with data unless it is in the context of an idea or a system. The difference is reflected in the history of European philosophy and the way our children are taught in schools, the way football teams are managed, and how we structure memos, reports, and presentations. In Britain public debates about the European Union, the euro, transport policy, and public services are notable for their lack of theoretical content, while in France they are driven by concept more than pragmatism.


What these modes of thinking have in common is that they are linear. They are based on logical reasoning, categorization, and a belief in cause and effect. Other ways of thinking—intuition, emotional intelligence, lateral thinking, free association, and flashes of insight from nowhere—are mistrusted unless they can be logically substantiated.


Within these broad categories of thinking, different cultures may use different intellectual tools to arrive at a conclusion. They can be misunderstood or misinterpreted as socially inappropriate. The Socratic irony often encountered in Hispanic culture, in which humility or pretended ignorance is a device for questioning, can seem like stupidity to others. Germanic skepticism, in which arguments are habitually doubted, can seem aggressive and rude to those who associate ideas with the people who voice them. The dialectic taught to French people from an early age, in which a thesis is instinctively countered by antithesis to arrive eventually at a synthesis, can seem like deliberate obstructiveness. Middle Eastern discursiveness that explores every aspect of a proposition from all possible angles can seem like obfuscation—and so on.


In reality we use all of these ways of thinking. Pragmatists need some kind of hypothesis or intuition in order to select data on which to work. Rationalists require some data to germinate ideas. Even Descartes needed an observable premise, that he was thinking. Nevertheless, different cultures give different emphasis to different modes or do not admit them at all.


Whenever people of different cultures work together there is a possibility that different ways of thinking will create barriers to understanding and communication. For example, at a management meeting or presentation, if you belong to the Anglo-Saxon tradition your contribution will probably be fact based, nontheoretical, and based on linear logic. You will have arrived at your conclusions by investigation and analysis and you will expect others to ask questions. It is possible that in some or all of these respects you will not connect with your audience. Throw in jokes, slang and jargon, and stick to summarizing the issues you expound in the written material you distribute, and you may lose them completely.




TENNIS


Which country has won the Davis cup most often?


France
Germany
Czechia








Organization and leadership




Organization



The organization dimension of the Culture Triangle is based on the balance between personal relationships and rational order in human affairs.


At one end of the spectrum people believe that an organization is like a machine, designed and built to certain specifications to achieve a precise objective. For the purposes of this book I have called this approach systematic. At the other end of the spectrum is the belief that an organization is a social organism growing out of the needs and relationships of its members. I have called this organic. In reality most people hold a mix of these views. However, different cultures have a different mix, tending to one end or the other.
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You could also call the dimension mechanistic–social or task–people or formal–informal or whatever description you find most meaningful. These are all jargon words whose meaning is loaded with bias, depending on which part of the spectrum you belong to. What is important is to identify the ways of doing things that are associated with each end of the spectrum.


Systematic organizations


Toward the systematic end is the belief that the basic elements of organization are functions that are coordinated by well-defined, logical relationships. The effectiveness of a systematic organization depends on how well its functions have been designed to meet its goal. Relations between people are primarily determined by the function they carry out.


A systematic organization exists independently of its members and its needs are more important than the needs of individuals. If there is a clash between order and the individual, then it is accepted that order prevails over loyalty to individuals.


What you do matters more than who you are. The relationship between the individual and the organization is rational. It is based on a contract, explicit or implicit. There is a clear distinction between an individual’s identity and their organizational function. The individual contributes skills to the organization but is never absorbed by it. If what you do does not meet the needs of the organization, then you have no reason to belong to it.


Organic organizations


Toward the organic end of the dimension is the belief that organizations are like living organisms growing out of the needs of their members, their environment, and the circumstances of the moment. Functions change, as do the relationships between them. There is order—otherwise there would be no organization at all—but it is based on personal relationships and social hierarchy rather than being a functional system.


The effectiveness of an organic organization depends on how well its members work together to reach their common goals. If there is a clash between order and the individual, then the individual prevails or there is a compromise. This does not necessarily mean anarchy (see below), although it may mean that the order is re-examined.


The relationship between the individual and the organization is blurred, not because it is irrational or emotive but because the distinction between them is not perceived. It is inconceivable that an organization can exist independently of its members. It is not that who you are matters more than what you do; there is no distinction between these. Every member of an organization has a part to play in it simply by virtue of belonging. Company loyalty means loyalty to individuals.


The extremes: Anarchy and automatism


The organic end of the dimension can be extended to anarchy, where organizations, if they exist at all, are spontaneous and ephemeral. At the systematic end is automatism, in which the organization is seen purely in terms of functionality. Most European businessess fall well within these two extremes.


Making assumptions visible


The assumptions that people hold about the nature of organizations are for the most part invisible to those who hold them. They are more recognizable when they are translated into attitudes toward specific organizational processes.


The table opposite illustrates some of the features of systematic and organic cultures. They are examples rather than an exhaustive list. As you skim through the list, mentally tick off which statements you agree with most. This will give you an idea of where you come in the spectrum. The division will rarely be clear-cut, but there will probably be a consistent bias.
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Punctuality


A Litmus test for where a company lies on the organization dimension is the value given to time keeping. The more punctual people are, the more they will tend toward the systematic end of the dimension and its mechanistic view of organization. People toward the organic end of the dimension are not deliberately unpunctual or inefficient. If they are late an apology is called for, but sticking to a timetable is not an end in itself.
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The agenda (diary in British English)


In systematic organizations, unless there is a real emergency, it is difficult to see anyone or arrange a meeting at short notice. Schedules and agendas are arranged long in advance, kept by secretaries and adhered to. This takes a lot of the stress out of life, but also removes the excitement and the potential for creativity. In such organizations I was given an appointment days or weeks in advance, conducted my interview within a set time, and left.
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In organic organizations appointments are scheduled and rescheduled at short notice and the timetable is fluid. The agenda is a guide known only to its holder-secretaries and assistants may not know anything about their bosses’ whereabouts. You can hold a meeting or get to see someone at short notice even if it means canceling something less important. In really flexible cultures nothing will be canceled and everyone will turn up at the same time.


To those from systematic cultures this sounds chaotic, but those who live within it are adept at managing the conventions to everyone’s advantage. This book, for example, was much easier to research in such organizations. If it sounded interesting to the person I contacted, he or she saw me immediately, passed me on to others, invited me to sit in on meetings, and so on.



Leadership



The leadership dimension of the Culture Triangle is based on the extent to which it is believed that groups give power to individuals.


This form of words was carefully chosen to reflect the fact that a leader’s authority, at least in a European business organization, can only be exercised with the consent of the people who are being led. The values associated with followership are identical to those associated with leadership.


[image: image]


The spectrum of belief about leadership ranges from individual to group. You could also call it directive–participative, autocratic–democratic, top-down–bottom-up, authoritarian–egalitarian, or whatever description you find most meaningful. These words are themselves loaded with bias and ambiguity. What is important is to identify the attitudes and behavior associated with different parts of the dimension.



Individual leadership



Toward the individual end is the belief that individuals are intrinsically unequal and that the most effective, knowledgeable, or competent take decisions on behalf of the others. Power is a right to be exercised by superiors over inferiors.


Group leadership


Toward the group end of the dimension is the belief that while individuals may be unequal in ability and performance, everyone has a right to be heard and to contribute to all the decisions that affect them. For the sake of convenience leaders are so designated for as long as they embody the interests and the voice of those they represent.


The extremes: Collectivism and absolutism


The group end of the dimension can be extended to collectivist and the individual end to absolutist. The collectivist belief is that power should be shared and exercised equally, since all individuals are of equal value and take equal part and have equal weight in everything. The absolutist belief is that power is concentrated in the top person, who acts as he or she sees fit whether other people like it or not. Most European business organizations fall between these two extremes.


Again, it should be emphasized that these are attitudes shared by everybody in the organization, not merely the bosses. For example, an individual leadership culture implies not only that bosses take decisions and give orders on their own responsibility, but also that their subordinates expect them to do so and willingly execute the orders without question.


It is tempting to use the word “democratic” in this context. Unfortunately this has several meanings, most of them emotive and loaded with bias. For example, a boss in an individual leadership culture can go to great lengths to consult with subordinates about a decision. What he or she is looking for is information on which to base a judgment. The boss in a group culture is looking not only for information but also for participation in the responsibility for a decision. Both would regard themselves as “democratic.”


It should also be remembered that the dimension deals with the role of individuals in the organizational process and not with their personal style. It is possible to be unassuming and empathic and still believe that you are the boss and the responsibility falls on your shoulders alone, just as it is possible to be macho and assertive and still believe that the only way to get things done is through the participation of a group.
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Teams


The concept of working in teams is common to most organizations. An organization is in itself a team. Nevertheless, the team’s structure and purpose and how its members interact are different according to the prevailing culture. In a systematic culture a team is an assembly of specialists, each with a recognized contribution to make. In an organic culture the composition and purpose of the team will be more loosely framed. Its members will see the goals of the team and their individual responsibilities as less clearly defined.
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In group leadership cultures teams—taskforces, SWAT teams, project teams—can cut across hierarchical lines, a concept that may be permanently enshrined in the organization with formal matrix management. This will be more difficult in individual leadership cultures in which organizational clarity and reporting lines are given a high value.


The role of the team leader will be different. In individual cultures leaders keep a distance from those they manage. In return for deference they are expected to set the team’s goals and take the key decisions, with or without the consensus of the other team members.
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In group cultures the leader’s role is primarily coordination. All the team members, including the leader, have more or less equal status. According to the survey results this team model is primarily associated with Japanese, Nordic, and North Sea cultures. In every other culture it was reported that teams work best with strong leadership, including responsibility for decisions.




GEOGRAPHY


How far south does the European Union extend?


Tropic of Cancer
Equator
Tropic of Capricorn








Culture clash



From the tables on the previous pages you can get an idea of how the organization and leadership dimensions can combine to create four very different cultural archetypes. To make discussion of them clearer, I have borrowed images from Wild West mythology. (The company type is for alliteration, not nationality.)
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Indians Inc. combines organic organization with individual leadership. It is led by a hereditary chief sanctioned by the spirits of the tribe. Organization depends on tradition, precedent, folk memory, and an intricate network of tribal relationships. Its logo is the totem pole. The archetype is a family company.


Cavalry Corp. combines systematic organization with individual leadership. It is led by a commander who has worked his way up through an orderly system of ranks to a position of legally sanctioned and centralized authority. Organization is based on procedures, manuals, and a formal system of training and qualifications. Its logo is crossed swords on a flag. The archetype is a multinational company.


Posse plc combines systematic organization with group leadership. It is a well-organized and legally sanctioned group of specialists with well-defined targets. They elect a sheriff whose tenure depends on their support and his (or her) performance. He may appoint deputies among the group as long as they are willing to serve. Its logo is the sheriff’s badge. The archetype is a large accounting or consulting firm.


Outlaws SA combines organic organization with group leadership. It acts on collective authority, decision making, and equal sharing of the spoils. Organization is fluid, spontaneous, expedient, and based on personal relationships between the members, who act as they see fit. A leader may emerge for the moment but is in danger of being shot in the back. It has no logo but its members wear various types of black hat. The archetype is a new creative or high-tech partnership.


Take the example of forecasting.



Indians Inc.



If it is done at all, forecasting is the expression of a general strategy based on the experience, business sense, and flair of the chief executive. He (or she) is prepared to change it if circumstances change. Only a few key people know what is in his mind, which gives him the opportunity of changing it without embarrassment and does not undermine his position if he gets it wrong. He does not have the tools to translate his plan into budgets and forecasts, but concentrates instead on a few key indicators such as sales, market share, or cash flow.


Cavalry Corp.


Forecasting and planning are regarded as very important. They are still the preserve of senior management, but are much more systematic. The chief executive has perhaps engaged a firm of strategy consultants, even if he (or she) has his own strategic planning staff. When the plan is drawn up and approved by the board, it is broken down into quarterly forecasts and monthly operating plans and presented to middle management. Adherence to the operating plan is closely monitored, with a sophisticated pyramidal management information system culminating in the chief executive.
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